Sharpening the Skill of Self-Control #1

“Receive the Energy”

Galatians 5:16-23

A new year is upon us, and with each new year come New Year’s Resolutions. Many make promises to do better, to try harder, to overcome problem areas of our lives. Turning the calendar to a new year seems to give us a new start in making a difference in our lives.

Let’s face it: Many of our problems are caused by a lack of self-control. Why can’t I lose weight? Why can’t I hold on to a job? Why can’t I keep the house clean? Why can’t I get more done? Why can’t I break that bad habit? Why can’t I get out of debt? I can’t do these things because I need self-control. My biggest problem is me!
Perhaps you feel that your life is out of control…and maybe it is. You feel overwhelmed by circumstances and pressures. You feel defenseless and vulnerable. Like a car with a broken steering wheel, you screech around curves with no sense of control over the steering. That is a scary feeling. Proverbs 25:28 says, “Like a city whose walls are broken down is a man who lacks self-control.”

 Chuck Swindoll paraphrases that verse in today’s terms: “When we fail to control our desires—when we allow our natural inclinations to control us—we are like a bank vault with a screen door.” Failure to exercise the discipline of self-control is an open invitation for Satan to rob us of all the good things we receive from God.

Elsewhere Solomon wrote, “It is better to have self-control than to conquer a city” (Proverbs 16:32). This self-control is difficult on our own, but others can help, and as we will see today, the greatest force for self-control is the Holy Spirit.

The Scriptures have a lot to say about self-control. Paul lists it as one expression of the fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22–23), and he includes a lack of self-control in the list of vices characteristic of the last days (2 Timothy 3:3). His instructions to Titus regarding his ministry in Crete included several exhortations to teach self-control (Titus 2:2, 5, 6), and a reminder that the same grace that brings salvation also trains us to live self-controlled lives (Titus 2:11–12). Then Peter urges us to be sober-minded, or self-controlled, several times in his two letters (1 Peter 1:13; 4:7; 5:8; 2 Peter 1:5).

What do we mean by self-control? Negatively, self-control is the believer’s wall of defense against the sinful desires that wage war against the soul. Positively, self-control is the exercise of inner strength that enables us to do, think, and say the things that are pleasing to God.

Since many look to exercise greater self-control at the start of a new year, we will begin our year-long focus on sharpening your spiritual skills by sharpening the skill of self-control.

The Frustration of Sin

We begin with the frustration of sin. Why is self-control such a problem? I’ve eaten too much, interfered where I had no business meddling, and spoken when I should have remained silent. Those are pretty common problems, aren’t they? Universal, in fact. We have all exceeded the bounds of wisdom by failing to restrain ourselves. We all suffer from the same ailment: lack of self-control.

I would be a lot harder on myself were it not for Romans 7:14-25. I derive a lot of comfort from what the apostle Paul writes of his own experience. This man was an undisputed spiritual giant, called on by God to write God-breathed words and to lead thousands of believers on the journey to Christlikeness. Best of all, Paul led by example! He lived in submission to Christ no matter what. He was beaten, stoned, starved, shipwrecked, imprisoned, called a devil on one day and a god on another, and ultimately martyred for his faithfulness to the gospel. We might be tempted to think that he lived as close to perfection as the Lord Himself, were it not for his own admission. Paul’s candid confession in Romans 7:15 sounds like yours or mine: “I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do.” Look at that! The apostle Paul is saying, “This is life as I live it. This is the unending struggle of life as I experience it. I don’t understand this about myself. I decide one way and then I wind up acting another.”

Check out what he said a little later in verse 18: “I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.” How honest is that? Isn’t that true for all of us? I can will it, but I can’t pull it off. I can want to do right, but I can’t make it happen. Fritz Ridenour writes, “Everyone has skeletons, and they don’t always stay in the closet. You want to do right but you do wrong. You want to choose obedience but you choose sin. Sometimes you’d almost swear you were a split personality, a regular ‘walking civil war.’”
 That’s me. That’s you. That’s Paul. That’s everyone. We’re all in this “civil war” together!
 

Self-control is necessary because we are at war with our own sinful desires. James 1:14 describes those desires as dragging us away and enticing us into sin. Peter says they war against our souls in 1 Peter 2:11. Paul speaks of them as deceitful in Ephesians 4:22. What makes these sinful desires so dangerous is that they dwell within our own heart.

Paul details this struggle in Galatians 5:17-21,

For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature. They are in conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want. But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under law. The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God.

This is the frustration of sin: We know it’s wrong, but we can’t seem to avoid it.

The Fruit of the Spirit

Thankfully this is not the end of the story! Paul cries out in frustration in Romans 7:24, “What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?” Then he seemingly answers his own question in verse 25, “Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!” He continues into chapter 8, which some have called, “Life in the Spirit,” whereas Romans 7 details, “Life in the Sinful Nature.” Romans 8:1-4 declares,
Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death. For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin in sinful man, in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit.

Later, in verses 8-9, he continues, “Those controlled by the sinful nature cannot please God. You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you. And if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ.” Sinners are controlled by the sin nature, but Christians are controlled by the Spirit of God.

 “Self-control,” then, is a bit of a misnomer. Self-control is not “pulling yourself up by your own boot straps.” It is not overcoming one bad habit only to replace it with another bad habit. Self-control is a gift from God, empowering you to fulfill the will of God. It is what the Holy Spirit does in you when you yield your will to His will.

Did you hear that? Self-control is a gift of God—not some divine zap but rather a process taught by God. Self-control is control over self, but it’s a joint effort between God and us because, frankly, we all need help in this department.

Paul lists the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22-23, “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” The Greek term translated “self-control” has a stem meaning “strength” or “might.” Often kratos is translated “dominion.” The prefix personalizes the word, in a manner of speaking. So enkrateia is the ability to have dominion over one’s impulses or desires.

The exercise of this discipline called self-control prevents desire from becoming dictator. For the unbeliever, the desires dictate and he or she obeys. Those in Christ, living under the authority of His Spirit and ruled by Him, are able to defy this once-powerful dictator. As a result, we experience a transforming change that others notice.

Notice Paul does not say “fruits” of the Spirit, as though we could pick and choose what character traits we want in our lives. No, this is the fruit of the Spirit, the evidence of His work in our lives. As we yield to His will, the Holy Spirit develops these traits—the very character of Jesus—in our loves.

The Foundation of Self-Control

This brings us to the foundation of self-control. According to Galatians 5:16 the only hope we have against slavish obedience to sin is the Spirit. His re-creative work in us gives us the opportunity to let Him have His way instead. Paul writes, “So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature.” What a profound statement! That’s the foundation of living this thing we call the Christian life. The Spirit and our flesh are completely opposed to each other. While walking in the Spirit we cannot possibly carry out the desires of the flesh. So we’re either operating from the realm of the Spirit and under His control, or we’re operating in the realm of the flesh and under its control.

Biblical self-control is not a product of our own natural willpower. We know plenty of unbelievers who exercise self-control in specific areas of life for the purpose of achieving some goal. But in other areas, they may live with little or no self-control. Biblical self-control, however, is dependent on the influence and enablement of the Holy Spirit. It requires continual exposure of our mind to the words of God and continual prayer for the Holy Spirit to give us both the desire and power to exercise self-control. We might say that self-control is not control by oneself through one’s own willpower but rather control of oneself through the power of the Holy Spirit.

Here some writers distinguish between “self-discipline” and “self-control.” One writes,

Self-discipline focuses on our external behavior and actions. It is an imposition of our will, a striving to develop habits of order or precision. Self-discipline relies on our own ability or willpower and works hard to develop habits or behavior patterns that are viewed as beneficial. Self-discipline can be useful in life, helping us avoid some of the consequences of unwise choices.

Self-discipline should never be confused with self-control. Self-control is a fruit of the Spirit and, as such, is a part of the Christlike character that God wants to develop in all believers (see Galatians 5:22–23). It focuses on internal desires and impulses, not external behavior. Rather than relying on our own ability and willpower, we rely instead on Christ living in us for victory over temptation and the expression of Christlike behavior. 

Self-control really means being filled and controlled by the Holy Spirit. Self-control sees temptation and says no because of a desire to please Christ, honor Him with our lives, and live in obedience to His commands. It is not an imposition of our will over some urge to do something that we really want to do. Rather, because we know it’s wrong and because the Holy Spirit has given us a desire to live for Christ by honoring Him in all we do, say, and think, we choose not to do it out of a desire to please Christ. We have new values and the power to live them because the Spirit enables us.

We are powerless to win the war against the flesh without the Spirit of God. By conscious submission, we engage the Holy Spirit in the first moments of each decision. Our ability to do that will grow as we continue practicing the spiritual disciplines. All of them prepare us for battle. All of them give us greater intimacy with the Almighty, who lives within us. The result is predictable: when faced with temptation, He fights the battle on our behalf.

The secret of self-control is the Holy Spirit’s control. If you have not yet done so, ask Him to take control of your life right now. Then, as you face temptations that seem too strong to resist, remember that He is with you and turn them over to Him. Remember, the Spirit provides the power to change your life.

Sometimes I know that I shouldn’t act, so I pray, “Right now, Lord, in this very moment, I’m struggling. Spirit of God, control my tongue. Stop my mind from dwelling on that thought. Don’t let that impulse have its way.” Obviously all of that happens in an instant, and I rarely say those words out loud. But I am frequently amazed by how effectively the Lord provides self-control when I need it. As I release the struggle to Him, He takes over. Every time.

Self-control isn’t about doing more or trying harder. Self-control is about trusting more and leaning harder on the Holy Spirit. The Christian life is not about what we can do for God; it is about what He does for us, in us, and through us.

As a Christian, you trusted Jesus to take away your sin and guilt through His sacrifice on the cross. Can you trust the Holy Spirit to complete the work in you? Day by day, moment by moment, as temptations rise, look to Him as the source of your victory.
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